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Summary 
Four selected maps of the ALF indicate that in northern France there was a variety of forms 
corresponding to the indefinite pronoun ON. Examining the relevance of sociolinguistic parameters – 
age, sex, occupation, and geography – to the use of forms of ON, we clarified that the standard form 
began to expel the other forms, including the variants in northern France, in the early 20th century. 
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In Okawara et al.1, we have geolinguistically analyzed the forms and distribution of 
the indefinite pronoun ON 2  in northern France based on four maps from Atlas 
Linguistique de la France, showing that there was no relationship between the forms of 
ON and their different usages - generic, specific, exclusive and impersonal. We also 
pointed out that people utilized the standard form in most regions and variants only in 
certain regions. Furthermore, there were some inconsistencies in the forms of ON across 
the four maps. However, from a geolinguistic viewpoint, we were unable to fully explain 
the presence of such inconsistencies in forms and usages. This is the reason why we will 
reexamine the same maps from a sociolinguistic viewpoint in the present study. 
 
1. Research questions 
 
There are many forms corresponding to indefinite pronoun ON, including the standard 
form on3, its variants (e.g., an and en), and other forms (e.g., [no], [nu] etc.). Nonetheless, 
there is still no study analyzing whether the occurrence of the various forms of ON is 
sociolinguistically conditioned. Our study has two research questions: 
(1) - Can sociolinguistic parameters like age, sex or occupation clarify the cause of 
the inconsistency in forms among informants? 






In this study, we examined the following four linguistic maps from Atlas Linguistique 
de la France (Gilliéron et al. 1902–1910)4. 
 
(1) Map No.90: quand on a soif (on a le gosier sec.) 
Quand  on       a-Ø       soif ,   on       a-Ø        le        gosier   sec. 
when.,  one-SBJ  have-3SG  thirst, .. one-SBJ   have-3SG   the-DET  throat    dry. 
“When one is thirsty, one has the dry throat.” 
                                                     
1 to appear in Studia Romanica 52. 
2 In this paper, capitalized ON represents the indefinite pronoun “on” in general. 
3 cf. 3. Procedure for on, an and en in italic. 
4 Words or phrases in brackets are the subject of different linguistic maps. Concerning Map No. 90, 
we only analyzed “quand on a” in this research. 
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(2) Map No.1083: (par ce temps,) on ne peut pas dormir. 
Par  ce    temps,   on       ne       peu-t     pas       dormir. 
by   this.  weather, . one-SBJ  not-NEG  can-3SG  not-NEG  sleep-INF. 
“In this weather, one cannot sleep.” 
 
(3) Map No.407: on dit que (c’est bon de suer.) 
On      di-t      .que  c’   .est    bon  de  suer. 
one-SBJ  say-3SG  that  this  be-3SL  good .to sweat-INF 
“It is said that it is good to sweat.” 
 
(4) Map No.651: on glisse (sur le sentier.) 
On      .glisse-Ø   sur  le        sentier. 
one-SBJ  slide-3SG  on  the-DET   path 
“One slides on the path.” 
 
Fig. 1. Research area of this study 
 
We excluded the data points in the following three areas from numbers 1–599: i) Alsace 
by reason of being a German-speaking area; ii) Belgium and Switzerland, and iii) the 
Bailiwick of Jersey. After that, 300 points remained, from which we eliminated 9 points 
for which informants’ data were missing and 2 points for which no subject pronoun 
appeared.5 As a result, the final scope of this research comprised 289 points. 
                                                     
5 For points 177, 247, 263, and 282, the informants’ data were completely missing, and for 210, 267, 
284, 367, and 476, the informants’ age data were missing. The forms of ON at those points are as 
follows: on – 177, 247, 263, 267, 284, and 476; an – 210 and 367, and en – 282. The two points at 
which the informants did not use any subject pronouns are 548 and 549. For Map No. 407, informants 
at these two points gave [didɛm̃/ dizɛ̃m]. For Map No. 651, in 549 only, the informant used [gliʃɛm̃]. 
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2.2. Informants 
We checked informants’ sex, age, and occupation with reference to Gilliéron (1902). 
The male-to-female ratio of northern France was roughly 9:1, with 257 men and 32 
women. The age range of informants was from 10 to 85. We categorized them into five 
age groups: 0–19, 20–39, 40–59, 60–79, and 80–100. Table 1 shows the number and 
percentage of informants in each age group. Almost half of the informants belonged to 
the age group 40–59 (51%), a quarter to the age group 60–79 (24%), and about one-fifth 
to the age group 20–39 (22%). Only four people belonged to the youngest age group, 0–
19 (1%), and six to the oldest age group, 80–100 (2%).  
 
Table 1. Number of people according to each age group in northern France 
age group 0–19 20–39 40–59 60–79 80–100 
no. of people N % N % N % N % N % 
4 1 63 22 147 51 69 24 6 2 
 
Pop (1959) classified the occupations of ALF informants into five categories (see Table 
2). We added point 386, for which the informant’s occupation was missing, and point 101, 
for which the occupation was incorrectly categorized as “second category” into “other 
females.”6 Most of the informants categorized as “unknown” were retired people and 
students, who were not engaged in a gainful occupation. 
 
Table 2. Informants’ occupational categories based on Pop (1959) 
category sex culture 
first category male necessary 
second category  male unnecessary 
cultured females  female necessary 
other females  female unnecessary 
unknown male / female uncertain 
 
In this research, as the number of female informants was remarkably small, we 
regrouped Pop’s five categories into three: cultured speakers with a job; uncultured 
speakers with a job; and speakers without a job. Table 3 shows the number and percentage 
                                                     
For Map 90 and Map No. 1083, they used the standard form on. 
6 The occupation of point 386 was a “cabaretière” (female innkeeper). As Pop (1959) classified 
“cabaretier” (male innkeeper) in the second category, we added point 386 as belonging to “other 
females.” In his classification, point 101 was categorized in the second category; however, Gilliéron 
(1902) noted its occupation as “une aubergiste” (an innkeeper) with the feminine indefinite article. As 
apart from this point he had written “aubergiste” without articles, we surmised that this was intended 
to distinguish “une aubergiste” from “aubergiste.” We thus considered the informant female and added 
point 101 to “other females.” 
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of the informants in each occupational group. 
 
Table 3. Number of informants in each occupational group in northern France 
 Cultured speakers 
with a job 
Uncultured speakers 




N % N % N % N % 
Male 56 22 184 72 17 6 257 100 
Female 11 35 19 59 2 6 32 100 
Total 67 23 203 70 19 7 289 100 
 
3. Procedure 
First, we represented each form of ON with a different symbol and made a distribution 
map (See Fig. 2). The symbols correspond to different forms of ON as follows: ○ = on 
([ɔ̝�] - nasalized mid-back rounded vowel); ■ = an ([a�] - nasalized open front unrounded 
vowel and [ɒ�] - nasalized open back rounded vowel); ◇ = en ([ɛ�] - nasalized open-mid-
front unrounded vowel), and ✖ = [no], [nu]. Since the vowel heights of [a�] and [ɒ�] are the 
same and the sounds of these two vowels are close, there is no phonetic opposition 
between them. Accordingly, we combined them as an in this paper. [no] and [nu] are 
found only in the Cotentin Peninsula, in Normandy. «・» in Fig. 2 shows points at which 
the informant used several forms of ON in the four maps, in other words, points where 
the forms of ON were not consistent. Of the 289 points, there were 268 points for which 
the forms were consistent (93%) and 21 points for which forms were not consistent (7%). 
ALF only reflects the first single response of an informant as the form for that place. We 
shall henceforth refer to the “Points with Inconsistent Forms” (PIF), and the respective 
“Informants with Inconsistent Forms” (IIF). When we describe the geographical 
distribution of ON, we use PIF, and when we discuss the informants, IIF. 
In order to investigate whether the informants’ data were relevant to the forms of ON, 
we calculated the use ratio of each form from three sociolinguistic parameters – age, sex, 
and occupation. We finally standardized the unevenness of the denominators and 
performed the residual analysis for three parameters. A p-value converted from adjusted 
standardize residuals less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant; thus, in that 
case there is a relationship between informants’ sociolinguistic parameters and the form 
of ON. After that, we focused on a relationship between the forms of ON and informants’ 
sociolinguistic parameters in five districts where exist variants and PIF.  
The target districts (and prefectures included) are as follows:7 I. Burgundy and its 
                                                     
7 For the calculation, we excluded Ardenne from Champagne-Ardenne, Somme from Nord-Pas-de-
Calais, and Vienne from Poitou-Charentes and its periphery, as all informants gave the standard form 
on. 
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✖ [no], [nu] 
 
  ・ PIF 
periphery (Côte-d’Or, Nièvre, Saône-et-Loire, Yonne, and Haute-Saône); II. Champagne-
Ardenne (Marne, Aube, and Haute-Marne); III. Nord-Pas-de-Calais and Picardy (Nord, 
Pas-de-Calais, Oise, and Aisne); IV. Lower Normandy and its periphery (Manche, 
Calvados, Orne, Ille-et-Villaine, and Mayenne); and V. Poitou-Charentes and its 
periphery (Charente-Maritime, Charente, Deux-Sèvres, and Vendée). 
 
 
Fig. 2. Variants of the pronoun on  
 
4. Results and Data Analysis 
 
4.1. Northern France 
Table 4 shows the numbers and percentages of people using a given form in each age 
group in northern France. 
 
Table 4. Number of people using each form by age group in northern France 
 on an en [no], [nu] IIF Total 
N % N % N % N % N % N % 
0-19 3 75 1 25 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 100 
20-39 43 68 10 16 6 10 2 3 2 3 63 100 
40-59 108 73 19 13 2 1 4 3 14 10 147 100 
60-79 44 64 17 25 2 3 1 1 5 7 69 100 
80-100 6 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 100 
Total 204 71 47 16 10 3.5 7 2.5 21 7 289 
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One of the variants, an, occurred with a relatively high ratio compared to the other 
variants in all groups except the oldest. It may thus be said that an was actively used in 
northern France during the twentieth century. The informants aged 20–39 gave another 
variant en, but its ratio of use in the other groups was small. 
Table 5 shows the values of the adjusted standardized residuals by form for each age 
group in northern France. We found three statistically significant differences by the 
residual analysis. First, the age group 20–39 used en used more than the other forms and 
the other age groups. Second, in age group 40–59, the value of IIF was significantly high; 
on the other hand, that of an and en was low. Last, the informants in the age group 60–79 
tended to use an more than the other age groups did. 
 
Table 5. P-value converted from adjusted standardized residuals according to the form in each  
age group in northern France8 
 on an en [no], [nu] IIF 
0–19 0.915 0.778 0.397 0.376 0.381 
20–39 0.660 0.922 0.041 0.023 0.313 
40–59 0.706 0.001 0.005 0.742 0.642 
60–79 0.752 0.624 0.636 0.495 0.697 
80–100 0.585 0.123 0.039 0.994 0.500 
 
Table 6. Number of people of each sex using each form in northern France 
 on an en [no], [nu] IIF Total 
N % N % N % N % N % N % 
Male 180 70 43 17 9 3.5 6 2 20 7.5 258 100 
Female 24 78 4 13 1 3 1 3 1 3 31 100 
Total 204 71 47 16 10 3.5 7 2.5 21 7 289 
 
Table 6 shows the number and percentage of informants in northern France giving each 
form by sex. Both male and female informants used on most frequently (71%), then an 
(16%). Almost all IIFs were male: 20 male versus 1 female. This was also supported by 
the residual analysis result of p = 0.007, indicating that male informants tended to use 
several forms of ON across the four linguistic maps. 
Table 7 shows the number and the percentage of people giving each form in each 
occupational group in northern France. The use ratio of an was higher in cultured speakers 
(24%) than in uncultured speakers (15%). The residual analysis also indicated that the 
cultured speakers employed an more than the other two groups with p = 0.037. The ratio 
of IIFs was quite high in speakers without a job; however, the residual analysis did not 
                                                     
8 P-values are rounded off to the third decimal place.  
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indicate statistically significant difference for IIF.  
 
Table 7. Number of people according to the form in each occupational group in northern France 
 on an en [no], [nu] IIF Total 








146 71 31 15 7 3.5 6 3 15 7.5 205 100 
Speakers 
without a job 
13 72 0 0 2 11 0 0 3 17 18 100 
Total 204 71 47 16 10 3.5 7 2.5 21 7 289 
 
As a conclusion from previous data analyses, the standard form on occurred in every 
subcategory at a rate of 70% on average. One of the variants, an, was not used by 
informants in the age group 80–100. Even though there was not a great difference between 
male and female, focusing on the occupational group, an was more employed by cultured 
speakers. Another variant, en, was most used in the group aged 20–39. There was no 
difference between male and female informants; likewise, among the occupational groups 
the residual analysis did not show a statistically significant difference. As for [no] and 
[nu], there was no difference among all subcategories. 
The percentage of IIF was remarkably high in the age group 40–59, as shown by the 
residual analysis. Furthermore, it also indicated that male informants tended to use several 
forms of ON across the four linguistic maps. 
Figure 2 clearly shows that the standard form on was widespread in northern France. 
On the other hand, it also shows several areas in which forms other than on were used 
and PIFs were concentrated. We thus thought it necessary to focus on such districts in 
detail for further analysis. 
 
4.2. Five Districts 
As mentioned supra, we also analyzed traits of the following five districts: Burgundy 
and its periphery; Champagne-Ardenne; Nord-Pas-de-Calais and Picardy; Lower 
Normandy and its periphery; and Poitou-Charentes and its periphery. 
 
4.2.1. Relevance of ON to sex and occupation 
We clarified that there was a little relationship between the forms of ON and informants’ 
sex and occupation in northern France in 4.1. As there were few informants in each district, 
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it was almost impossible to perform the statistical analysis.  
 
4.2.2. Relevance of ON to geographical distribution 
Figure 3 shows that in Poitou-Charentes and its periphery, the variant an is distributed 
in the whole plain spreading out to the north and south along the Atlantic, while on 
appears in the inland areas, especially in Vienne to the east of Poitou-Charentes. PIFs9 




Fig. 3. Poitou-Charentes and its periphery 
 
In Burgundy and its periphery, the variant an was distributed toward the southeast from 
the northwestern area. In addition, in Franche-Comté, adjoined to the east of Burgundy, 
an occurred toward the northeast from the southwestern area. Taverdet (1975) noted that 
the altitude in this district is relatively high, about 200m in the northwest, 900m in the 
central part, and 400m in the southeast. The PIFs are found in areas where on and an 
speaking areas were contiguous.  
In Lower Normandy and its periphery, several forms of ON were found – on, an, en, 
[no] and [nu] (Figure 2). The origin of [no] and [nu] in the Cotentin Peninsula remains 
uncertain (Havet 1878, Joret 1879, Okawara et al. op. cit.). The PIFs were found along 
the coast.  
Figure 4 on the next page shows the distribution of ON in Champagne-Ardenne. Except 
in the southwest, the standard form on was widespread. In Aube and adjacent Yonne, an 
was continuously distributed. There was no geographical barrier between these 
prefectures. There were two PIFs in the boundary area of Aube and Haute-Marne, and 
three PIF in Marne. 
                                                     









- 144 - 
 
 
Fig. 4. Champagne-Ardenne 
 
In Nord-Pas-de-Calais and Picardy, the northernmost areas of France, many instances 
of en were distributed. Between Paris and Nord, the informants only employed the 
standard form on. Furthermore, two of the IIFs, 281 and 270, applied on preferably. From 
a geolinguistic viewpoint, it is possible to state that on was spreading toward the north, 
but had yet to be adopted completely. Informant 261 used a form [so] for Map No. 651, « 
on glisse ». This was the same form as ça ‘it’ of Map No. 576A « et que ça finisse » ‘and that 
it finishes’. Suzuki et al.10 classified the indefinite pronoun ON into five different usages 
and indicated ON in place of ça as an impersonal usage.  
 
 
Fig. 5. Nord -Pas-de-Calais and Picardy 
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The common characteristic of those five districts is that PIFs were distributed in the 
areas in which the standard form on and its variants were contiguous. Moreover, except 
for Champagne-Ardenne, those districts showing the variants were in the periphery of 
France or in the areas with high altitudes. The variants or autochthonous forms persisted 
there without having yet been expelled by on. 
 
4.2.3. Relation of ON to age 
In two of the five districts, Poitou-Charentes and its periphery and Burgundy and its 
periphery, the forms of ON, particularly on and an, showed effects by informants’ age, in 
other words, their years of birth.11 In Figs. 6 and 7, the x-axis shows the informants’ age 
groups, and the y-axis the percentages of use of on, an, and IIF.  
 
 
Fig. 6. Percentages of use of on, an and IIF in three age groups in Poitou-Charentes and its periphery 
 
Figure 6 shows the percentages of on, an and IIF in three age groups in Poitou-
Charentes and its periphery. In the age group 60–79, the variant an was prevalent with a 
use rate of 71%; on and IIF both had use rates of 14%. In the age group 40–59, on seemed 
to predominate over an and IIF at 43%; however, as IIFs who used both on and an made 
up 22%, an was still predominant. In the age group 20–39, on and an vied with each other 
percentage-wise. The line for on increases dramatically in the age group 40–59, but only 
slightly for the age group 20–39. The use of an, on the other hand, gradually decreased 
in speakers born from the early 19th to the late 19th century. This suggests that in Poitou-
Charentes, informants born after the middle of the 19th century used on. 
In Burgundy and its periphery, the situation of the use ratio of on and an was different 
from that of Poitou-Charentes and its periphery. Figure 7 shows the percentage of use of 
on, an and IIF in three age groups in Burgundy and its periphery. As in Fig. 6, the variant 
                                                     
11 As the ALF was first published in 1902, we assumed that the informants in the age groups 60–79, 
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an dominated in informants aged 60–79 at 64%. In the former district, on and an vied 
with each other in age group 20–39; however, in this district it occurred in the age group 
40–59 at a rate of 47%. In age group 20–39, on prevailed over an at 71%.  
 
 
Fig. 7. Percentage of use of on, an and IIF in three age groups in Burgundy and its periphery 
 
Figs. 6 and 7 indicate that the forms of the indefinite pronoun ON were varying from 
an to on in those districts. In addition, comparison of the two lines in the graphs makes it 





One of our research questions of this study was to clarify whether there is a relationship 
between the inconsistency in forms in four different maps (IIF) and some sociolinguistic 
parameters, including age, sex and occupation. We analyzed the five districts in which the 
variants and PIFs were attested and determined that there was no common tendency 
among them. The residual analysis gave evidence of statistically significant differences 
among IIFs in the age group 40–59. We also showed that male informants’ forms tend not 
to be consistent. Accordingly, concerning the first point, we conclude that IIFs were more 
likely to be middle-aged male informants. 
Another research question of this study was to determine whether there is a relationship 
between the forms of ON and informants’ age, sex and occupation. With regard to sex, as 
mentioned supra, it may be said that male informants tended to be more likely to use 
several forms in four linguistic maps from the result of the residual analysis in northern 
France. There was no relationship between the forms of ON and informants’ sex in any 
district. Turning to occupation, it was confirmed that cultured speakers tend to use an in 
northern France by a residual analysis. On the other hand, looking at each district, the 
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analysis showed that the informants aged 60–79 tended to use an in northern France. In 
4.2.3, we compared the changes in the forms of ON used in the Poitou-Charentes district 
with those of the Burgundy district, showing that younger informants used the standard 
form and older ones the variant, but the progress of the change varied according to the 
district. 
From a geolinguistic viewpoint, the distribution of forms showed that the variants 
existed in the peripheral areas of northern France, including the Nord-Pas-de-Calais, 
Lower Normandy, and Poitou-Charentes districts. In the Champagne-Ardenne district, 
located in the middle of northern France, the standard form on was widespread and its 
use ratio was high. We may accordingly declare that the standard form was penetrating 
these areas and began to expel other variants, which were left in limited peripheral areas 
in northern France, in the 20th century. 
In conclusion, in this study, by manipulating the four linguistic maps of ALF we could 
find some correlations between the forms of ON in northern France and the sociolinguistic 
parameters of the informants, showing that IIFs were more likely to be middle-aged male 
informants. Furthermore, from the relations of forms of ON with age, we clarified that 
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